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Abstract 
Post adoptive IT use is a hot research stream in information systems field, including continuance 
behaviours and switching behaviours. While there are a great number of studies on users’ intentions 
or behaviors for diversified information systems, previous post adoptive IT studies pay relatively less 
attention on users’ switching behaviors. Hence, we know little about this phenomenon and triggers on 
users’ switching behaviors. This research identifies the features of users IT switching behaviors and 
examines what trigger their switching intentions and actual behaviors in the context of mobile instant 
messaging (MIM) application in China. A model of MIM switching behaviors is developed based on 
Curran and Saguy’s (2001) research on how networks of obligation, trust and relative deprivation 
affect human’s migration decision and process. Besides these three triggers, we also introduce 
dissatisfaction and curiosity into our model according to prior IS studies on switching behaviors. A 
survey research method will be adopted to test this model. Overall, our study may theoretically 
contribute to further understand users’ IT switching behaviors and yield some practical implications 
for designers and managers in MIM providers and their products propaganda. 
Keywords: Post adoptive IT use, Switching, Human migration, Mobile Instant Messaging, Trust, 
Relative Deprivation.  
 
 
1 INTRODUCTION 
With the prevalence of the Internet and information technologies, social information systems are used 
not only for commercial and managerial purposes but also as parts of most people’s daily lives. 
Historically speaking, many information systems (IS) researchers focused on user’s IT adoption 
behavior (e.g., Bhattacherjee, 2001; Venkatesh et al., 2003), and the IT adoption behavior can be 
further divided into several stages (i.e., initial, continual, and post) from the temporal dimension 
(Karahanna et al., 1999). Currently, some IS researchers pay great attention to the post adoption of 
ICT (e.g., Parthasarathy and Bhattacherjee, 1998; Burton-Jones and Straub, 2006). Nonetheless, the 
dominant stream of prior post-adoption studies focuses on IS continuance (Xu et al., 2013). Besides 
continuous usage, switching behavior is also an important style of post-adoption behaviour with great 
practical significance. For example, customers’ switching behaviors pose a great threat to long-term 
customer-firm relationships from relationship marketing perspective (Ganesh et al., 2000; Zhang et al., 
2008). While some scholars have investigated the users switching behaviors in Blogs, social networks 
sites and online auction (Zhang et al., 2008; Chang et al., 2013; Lin et al., 2012), there are few studies 
focusing on the user switching behaviour of post adoption in the application context of mobile instant 
messaging (MIM). 
Along with the development of smart phones and the related operating systems (e.g., iPhone, Android, 
Windows Phone), users of smart phones are able to install various service applications that are 
previously used in the computer-based Internet. Among them, MIM is a typical example that has been 
widely adopted by individuals and organizations. Compared with traditional short message services 
(SMS), MIM provides more user-friendly features and tremendous conveniences for customers (Deng, 
et al., 2009), such as voice chat, group chat, moments, live chat, shake and so on. According to the 
survey results of CNNIC (China Internet Network Information Center, 2013), by the end of 2012, 
83.9% of mobile phone users (352 million) have adopted MIM in China, and the number is still 
growing. MIM gradually develops from a simple chat tool to an integrated platform with social 
networking, entertainment, e-payment and other services that presents a huge commercial value 
(CNNIC, 2013). Therefore, third-party mobile services providers are scrambling to grab customers by 
updating functions or releasing new versions of MIM. China’s earliest MIM are IM QQ and Fetion, 
which both were launched in 2007 and had the dominant domestic market in 2011 (CNNIC, 2012). 
However, the balance was broken by WeChat which was released in the late of 2011. WeChat, known 
as Weixin in Chinese, has become the most popular messaging app in China (China Daily, 2013). It is 
witnessed that WeChat has attracted more than 500 million users in only two years (ChinaByte, 2013), 
while other MIM users (e.g. Fetion) become less and less (Zhang, 2012).  
In general, MIM users are provided with diversified instant communication options, and it is easy for 
them to switch between MIMs, as Bhattacherjee et al. (2012) indicated, nowadays, new IS substitutes 
are only one click away. Attracting new users and retaining existing ones are critical to the success of 
MIM providers (Chang et al., 2013), and switching behaviour may result in the user exodus and 
negatively influence the profitability of firms (Ganesh et al., 2000). Thus, it’s of great importance to 
investigate the switching behaviour between MIMs from users’ perspective. Following the trend of 
post-adoption research, we focus on the users switching behaviour from former popular MIM to 
WeChat in China. This research-in-progress study aims to gain insight into this topic by answering the 
following research question: 
• Why do people, who have already adopt to a certain MIM, decide to switch to a competing one? 
To this end, we introduce a migration theory from social network perspective to explore the intrinsic 
and extrinsic factors influencing MIM users’ switching intention and behavior. In the next section, we 
summarize prior literature pertaining to users switching behaviour in IS and why we introduce a 
migration theory to explain MIM users’ switching behaviors. 
 
 
2 RELATED WORK 
2.1 Post-adoption Behaviour Research 
Users’ post-adoption behaviour is one of the most mature streams of IS research. Previous IT post 
adoption studies focus on users’ continued usage (e.g. Bhattacherjee, 2001; Karahanna et al., 1999). 
Ultimate success of an IT service or product mainly depends on individuals’ continuance intention of 
the IT (Parthasarathy and Bhattacherjee, 1998; Karahanna et al., 1999). IS researchers have attempted 
to develop and empirically test models of IT continuance intention. Among them, the expectation-
confirmation model (ECM) developed by Bhattacherjee (2011) has been applied with approval most. 
In IS domain, a large amount of studies examines the continued usage of diverse IT, such as social 
networks sites and mobile internet services, by extending the ECM (e.g., Thong et al., 2006; Kim, 
2011). In addition to continuance behaviour, switching behaviour research is another stream in post-
adoption behaviour research (Ye, et al., 2008).  
2.2 Switching Behaviour Research in IS 
As early as the mid-1990s, many marketing scholars have paid substantial attention on consumer 
switching behaviors in different industries (Hsieh, 2012). For example, Keaveney (1995) identified 
eight general categories of customers’ reasons for switching in services industries by using the critical 
incident method. Based on Keaveny’s findings, Bansal (1999) integrated the theory of planned 
behaviour with other factors proposed to influence switching, and developed a model of service 
provider switching. In line with the growing prevalence of online services activities, the number of 
studies on switching behaviour of IT/IS increases in recent years (Zhang et al., 2009). 
At the early stage of Internet, researchers usually focused on switching behaviour from physical space 
to virtual world. For example, Lee et al. (2001) explored the factors that affect the attitude and 
intention towards switching from the physical to the virtual market in the context of online banking. 
Subsequently some studies started to concentrate on switching behaviour in online services 
(Keaveney, 2001). Chen and Hitt (2002) examined switching of online brokerage services at the firm 
level and found that users’ switching behaviour can be predicted by their usage patterns and website 
characteristics. Recently, the continued rapid growth of Internet technologies and services have 
attracted more and more scholars involved in topics on switching behaviour of IT products or services, 
such as blogs, social network sites (SNS) (e.g., Zhang, 2008; 2009). 
However, due to novelty of switching behaviour in IS, there is no currently agreed model of IT 
switching behaviour available (Cheng et al., 2009). A number of IS researchers introduce the related 
theories and concepts from human migration field in sociology and anthropology. Thereby, the Push-
Pull-Mooring (PPM) framework from modern migration theories is adapted into IT switching 
behaviour research (e.g. Zeng 2009; Nimako and Benjamin, 2013). Based on PPM framework, many 
prior studies integrate other factors from IS field to investigate IT switching behaviors (Chang et al., 
2013; Cheng, Yang and Kim, 2009; Ye and Potter, 2007; Zhang et al., 2008). Besides PPM-based 
models, some studies also contrast their own distinct switching models by reviewing pertinent IS 
literature. For instance, based on theories of IT acceptance, innovation diffusion theory and 
expectation disconfirmation model, Bhattacherjee et al. (2012) explored how relative advantage, 
personal innovativeness and satisfaction with prior IT and habit affect users’ IT switching intention 
and behaviour. Based on the relevant literature on cultural, social, economic, and motivational factors 
of SNS use, Choi (2013) investigated the tension of local vs. global SNSs and the reasons for a global 
SNS’s popularity in S. Korea. Hermosa and Hachtmann (2013) explored the process of social media 
migration among young professionals by using grounded theory method, and a series of theoretical 
propositions are developed.  
In summary, the factors affecting IT switching in the previous literatures can be aggregated into two 
central themes: users’ related perceptions of prior ones and substitutes (e.g., enjoyment, 
dissatisfaction, usefulness); switching cost (e.g., sunk cost, setup cost). Generally, these factors are 
 
 
almost individual-based. However, migration is a collective movement involving switching of social 
networks, especially in these Internet-based media like social network sites and instant messaging. 
Moreover, since switching in IT is easier than other services which may be archived by only a click 
away (Bhattacherjee, 2012), switching cost as an aside is not so much important.  
3 THE RESEARCH MODEL 
3.1 Theoretical Foundation 
Enlightened by the previous studies introducing PPM theory from human migration field, we develop 
a research model of switching intention and behavior, based primarily on Curran and Saguy’s (2001) 
study. By reviewing the relevant theories of migration in the existing literatures (Massey, 1987; Ports 
and Sensenbrenner, 1993; Portes, 1997), Curran and Saguy’s (2001) described the relations between 
networks of obligation, relative deprivation, trust and migration, in which networks of obligation link 
individuals (both migrating and non-migrating), relative deprivation motivates migration, and trust 
structures influences the content and formation of migrant network ties.  
Massey (1990) debunks individual cost-benefit assumption that migration decisions are based on the 
calculations of a rational individual who weighs her/his expected gains against possible losses the 
model, advanced by Todaro (1989). He revealed that rather than isolated agents people are linked to 
one another through social networks. Networks of obligation could actuate people’s migration 
intention, reduce their perceived risk and accelerate further migration behaviour, through circulating 
positive information of migration among potential migrants.  
Relative deprivation can be viewed as a necessary supplement to the impact of networks of obligation 
on migration process. Relative deprivation is first introduced by Stouffer (1949) to study American 
soldiers’ combat behaviors after World War II. Whereafter, this concept is widely developed. 
Runciman (1966) notes that there are four preconditions of relative deprivation: a) Person A does not 
have X; b) Person A knows of other persons that have X; c) Person A wants to have X; d) Person A 
believes obtaining X is realistic. Curran and Saguy (2001) indicate that relative deprivation is not an 
automatic response to situations of inequality, nor is it a purely rational assessment of ownership of 
various resources; rather, relative deprivation, or the perception that one unjustly lacks desirable 
resources that others possess, operates through personal identity. Different kinds of identity influence 
the experience of relative deprivation. Then it drives migration as individuals and households use 
migration to gain new and better goods (Stark, 1991). 
Trust also plays a significant role between networks and migration. Different scholars defined trust 
from diversified perspective. Curran and Saguy (2001) identify four most relevant types of trust: a) 
assurance based on embeddedness in dense social networks; b) good will based on cognitive bias 
(based in childhood experience); c) process, based on past interactions; d) bounded solidarity or 
identification with a group. Among them, we believe that assurance and bounded solidarity can be 
effectively affected by networks. 
3.2 Research model 
Following from the above discussion based on Curran and Saguy’s work, a research model in MIM 
context is developed where networks of obligation, trust and relative deprivation are proposed to be 
the impetus to switching process for MIM. This model also includes two other triggers behind 
switching intention: curiosity and dissatisfaction, based on previous IS switching behaviour studies. 
 
 
 
Figure 1. The research model 
According to Unified theory of acceptance and use of technology (UTAUT), user behaviour and 
behavioural intention are separate ultimate dependent variables. UTAUT suggests that before 
acceptance of a new IS, users generally have intentions to try to use it (Venkatesh et al., 2003). The 
positive relationship between use intention and actual behaviour of mobile IT services, such as mobile 
banking (Zhou et al., 2010) and mobile internet (Zhou, 2011) has been empirically discussed in many 
continuance IS studies. Curran and Saguy (2011) also argue that during the migration process non-
migrants’ migrating intention could transfer into migrating behaviors triggered by related factors. In 
the case of IT switching, Hsieh et al. (2012) also assume switching intentions can positively influence 
actual switching behavior in the context of SNS. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis: 
• H1: User’s switching intention to a new MIM has positive effect on their actual switching 
behavior. 
3.2.1 Networks of Obligation 
In Curran and Saguy’s study (2001), they demonstrate that social networks are essential elements to 
understand human migration. Networks could link individuals with similar culture or values. One 
could obtain the evaluation of things and objects around them from other people in their networks, 
especially those who are in the important positions of influence. The effective instrumental 
information transmitted by social networks could influence people’s behavior decisions gradually 
(Hammel, 1990). Curran and Saguy (2001) suggest that people’s perceived risks of migration will 
declined as they gain more and more positive information from other migrants. IS researchers tried to 
use terms like “Peer influence” or “Interpersonal influence” to explore the effect of individuals’ social 
networks on their post adoptive IS behaviors. Kim (2011) verify that interpersonal influence, refers to 
the extent ones’ social networks influence their behaviors, has positive effect on users’ continuance 
intentions in SNS, while Cheng, Yang and Kim (2009) empirically examine that peer influence, refers 
to the effect of ones’ friendship on their behavior, is positive associated with users’ switching 
intentions in SNS. In our research context, since Chinese people tend to believe and value strong 
social ties (Bian, 1997) and the major function of IM is to help people construct social networks as an 
information communication technology, it is reasonable to assume that ones’ networks of obligation 
could effectively activate their intention to switch to a new MIM when some of their friends, kin and 
other people important to them are using the new MIM. Therefore, we propose the following 
hypothesis: 
• H2: Users’ networks of obligation have positive effect on their switching intention to a new MIM.  
 
 
3.2.2 Trust 
Consistent with Curran and Saguy’s argument that trust has great impact on human migration process, 
trust is also regarded as an important factor influencing users IS behaviors. At the basic of concluding 
the previous research (e.g. Gefen et al., 2003; Stewart, 2003), Wang, Shen and Sun (2009) suggest 
that trust building mechanisms in IS can be classified into three types: institution-based trust, 
knowledge-based trust and transfer-trust. Institution-based trust suggests that an organization believes 
that impersonal structures are in place to support the likelihood of transaction success (Pavlou, 2002); 
Institution-based trust is defined from an organizational view. However, since this study focused on 
user’s cognitive trust, it is hard to measure institution-based trust in our research context. Hence we 
focus on the other two types. 
As Wang, Shen and Sun (2009) define, trust transfer process refers to “a trust mechanism that one's 
trust in an unknown person/object can be derived from his trust in a known person/object which has 
certain association with the un-known person/object”. One research stream of transfer trust is 
discussing how to transfer trust on successful products/services to new ones, such as from offline 
services to online services (Lee et al., 2009) and online services to mobile services (Wang et al., 2009; 
Lu et al., 2011; ). These studies verify the feasibility of the trust transfer theory. In our case, 
individuals could use the new MIM by entering their account registered in other IT services provided 
by the same companies. For example, new users can log in WeChat using their QQ accounts. Hence 
we assume that trust on a new MIM can be transfer from other IT services. Moreover, ones’ trust on a 
new MIM can also be transferred from other relevant people’s positive usage experiences with it 
through communication process (Stewart 2003). Trust can develop based on cognitive assessment of 
other people’s behaviors toward a new MIM (Robert et al., 2009), which means that users’ transfer-
trust on WeChat would increase if they find that most of their friends on QQ are using this new MIM. 
As the main function of MIM is constructing convenient communication ways between people, it is 
also interesting to consider the extent of ones’ trust on a new MIM transferred by their general social 
networks.  
In addition to transfer-trust, knowledge-based trust should be included when considering users’ trust 
on a new MIM. Gefen, Karahanna and Straub (2003) argue that knowledge-based trust of a new thing 
relies on ones’ familiarity with it, a sort of experience with the what, who, how and when of what is 
happening. Robert, Denis and Hung (2009) argue that Knowledge-based trust includes three aspects, 
i.e., ability, integrity and benevolence, which are important to build trust belief in virtual team. Lin 
(2011) also examine that competence, benevolence and integrity constituting users’ knowledge based 
trust on mobile banking which directly influence their attitude toward mobile banking. In the case of 
MIM, knowledge-based trust comes from their initial usage experience and previous trust relationship 
with the MIM provider (Deng et al., 2011; Zhou, 2011). Therefore, we propose the following 
hypothesis: 
• H3: Users’ trust on a new MIM has positive effect on their switching intention to a new MIM. 
3.2.3 Relative Deprivation 
The concept of relative deprivation is widely used in social science to investigate people’s collective 
behaviors, such as social movement and human migration (Runciman, 1966; Stark, 1991; Curran and 
Saguy, 2001). It refers to “the experience of being deprived of something to which you think you are 
entitled” (Walker and Smith, 2002). Relative deprivation is related to the perceived gap exists 
between ones’ economic and social conditions and certain reference groups (Silber and Verme, 2012). 
As the concept suggests, relative deprivation is a perceived psychological notion. It comes from 
perceived value asymmetry compared with other people who have better things. For example, when 
mobile phones are common in most societies, those who are unable to afford one is much more likely 
to feel deprived (Wiki, 2013).  In this study, according to the values brought by MIM, we consider 
users’ perceived relative deprivations from three perspectives, namely functional, emotional, and 
monetary. 
 
 
Functional deprivation refers to the practical or technical benefits deprivation that users perceive from 
a new type of IT service when they do not have any use experience (Deng et al, 2009; Runciman, 
1966). As a typical ICT tools, MIM has integrated communication functions, such as sending text 
messages, voice chatting, and group chatting, etc. (WeChat, 2014). All these functions are constantly 
improved by MIM providers to keep user’s viscosity and attract new users. Users may generate a 
great sign of envy and then this envy transfer to feelings of function deprivation, when they find 
people surrounded them is using a new type of MIM with better functions. Emotional deprivation is 
based on users’ mental or psychological needs for MIM. Nowadays MIM is a multi-functional social 
platform rather than a communication tool. Users can share their photos, routine life with their friends 
through MIM, and they can also play social games on it (WeChat, 2014). Therefore, it is rational to 
consider that when people find that they can get more enjoyments and fun by using new MIM, they 
may generate switching intentions. Finally, monetary deprivation is related to the economic issues 
about the new MIM. According the report of ChinaByte (2013), one of the most important reasons for 
people to use WeChat is “free voice and text chat”. Low or even free charge for MIM is a great 
attractiveness for most users, thus monetary factor should be included when considering the relative 
value deprivation for MIM. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis: 
• H4: Users’ relative deprivation on a new MIM has positive effect on their switching intention to 
the new MIM. 
3.2.4 Dissatisfaction with prior MIM 
IT users switching includes two process, gradual discontinuance the old IT and acceptance of a new 
IT (Bhattacherjee et al. 2012). If the enthusiasm on the initial adoption of an IT artefact is covered by 
the individuals’ discontented experience from using it, then the IT artifact will suffer from declined 
usage and user exodus (Thong, Hong and Tam, 2006). This can be viewed as an important motivation 
of users’ switching behaviour. Hence, most prior research regard dissatisfaction with prior IT services 
or products as a push factors that trigger users’ switching intentions. For example, Chang, Liu and 
Chen (2013) claim that users’ dissatisfaction with a current social network site (SNS) could positively 
influence their intentions to transfer to another SNS provider. Cheng, Yang and Kim (2009) argue that 
users’ dissatisfaction could be classified into four aspects: technical quality, information quality, 
community support and membership policy in the context of SNS, and they also find that 
dissatisfaction with membership policy can strongly affect users’ switching intentions. Similarly, in 
Bhattacherjee’ (2012) theoretical synthesis model of users’ switching behaviour on IT, satisfaction 
with prior IT is a negative factor for users’ switching intentions. The Expectation Disconfirmation 
Model (EDM) (Bhattacherjee, 2001) suggests that the extent of users’ satisfaction with an IT service 
is highly related to their intention to continue or discontinue usage. Hence, according to EDM and 
prior switching literatures, we hypothesize that the extent to which users are dissatisfied with using 
prior MIM is positively related their intention to switch to a new one. 
• H5: Users’ dissatisfaction with their prior MIM has positive effect on their switching intention to 
a new MIM. 
3.2.5 Curiosity with new MIM 
In IS filed, curiosity is recognized as an important intrinsic motivator to the acceptance of IT 
(Rouibah and Hamdy, 2009). Curiosity refers to the extent the experience arouses an individual’s 
sensory and cognitive curiosity (Malone, 1981). According to the psychology theory of flow 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), curiosity is one of people’s important and specific personality traits that 
motivate their intention and activities intrinsically. Curiosity is often the focus of many studies and 
recognized as a significant factor explaining individuals’ attitudes and behaviors towards a target IT 
(e.g., Agarwal and Karahanna, 2000; Koo, 2009; Rouibah, Hamdy and Al-Enezi, 2009). Users’ 
curiosity psychology guide them into the second process of IT switching – acceptance of a new IT. 
However, there is little switching research considering about the effect of people’ intrinsic 
psychological feeling with a new IT. Therefore, in this study we introduce users’ curiosity with a new 
MIM as a trigger to their switching intentions. 
 
 
• H6: Users’ curiosity with a new MIM has positive effect on their switching intention to the new 
MIM. 
4 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
4.1 Research design and measures 
Survey method will be employed to examine the research model and test the six proposed hypotheses. 
To test the research model, a questionnaire on WeChat users in China will be conducted. At the 
beginning of the survey, a simple task will be designed to help situate switching behaviors and 
relative deprivation, considering some people might not be aware of their switching behaviors. In 
these tasks, we will interview 15-16 WeChat users using two questions: a) before switching to use 
WeChat, do they use any other MIM and how are their usage frequency of WeChat and their previous 
MIM? b) What can Wechat bring to them from functional, emotional and monetary perspectives? The 
results of these simple tasks will be used to situate our survey. 
In the questionnaire, it is worth noting that Trust and Relative Deprivation are each modelled as 
formative construct consisting of its sub-construct as indicators. The latent variables scores were 
utilized for the three formative indicators of relative deprivation and two formative indicators of trust. 
All the items wording will be adapted slightly based on the context of our specific empirical research 
object – WeChat. Some of them will be adapted from previous studies. For example, items for 
dissatisfaction will be adapted from Cheng et al. (2009) and Chang et al. (2013). Curiosity will be 
measured by the scales from Rouibah et al. (2009). We will measure switching intentions and 
switching behaviors by using the items from Hsieh et al. (2012). The two indicators of trust will be 
measured by the items adapted from Deng et al. (2011) and Wang et al. (2009) respectively. The 
instrument for networks of obligation will be adapted from Kim (2009) and Cheng et al. (2009). In 
addition, since relative deprivation is little appeared in IS literature, following the procedure 
suggested by Moore and Benbasat (1991), the items used to measure relative deprivation will be self-
developed from integrating Deng et al.’s research on MIM (2011), Runciman’s (1966) four 
preconditions of relative deprivation and the results in our simple task interview. Most of constructs 
will be measured with 7-point Likert scales, ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”, 
while switching behaviors will be measured by 7-point semantic differential scales indicated by Hsieh 
et al. (2012). 
4.2 Data collection and analysis 
We will upload out questionnaire to SOJUMP (http://www.sojump.com/), one of the most 
professional online survey services in China. Snowball sampling method will be used to invite friends 
to fill out the questionnaire. The invitation will be sent by e-mail, microblogs and different instant 
messaging, including MIM. All the survey participants will be asked to answer specific questions to 
measure the constructs and provide their demographic and MIM usage information. The respondents 
will take about 15 minutes to complete the whole questionnaire. Generally, there are two stages for 
data analysis. Firstly, the robustness of the model will be verified by bootstrapping analysis. In the 
second stage, we will use Partial Least Squares (PLS) to examine the research model, since PLS is 
more robust to handle reflective and formative factors and avoid the problem of identification of such 
factors (Petter, Straub and Rai, 2011).  
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